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Stranger

Part One


It was noon before Duo snapped.  He hid his sudden instability very well; even Quatre only gave a small, worried smile when Duo said he wanted to take a walk.  He needed to get away from all of them, but most of all, he needed to get away from Heero.


Not that Heero meant to annoy him, of course not.  But the last few days since Duo finally confronted the other pilot had been hell.  Complete and utter hell.  He had expected more of a reaction when he told Heero he loved him.  After all, who wouldn’t?  It was pretty big news.  But Heero had only stared back at him and nodded.  Like he already knew.  


And, instead of saying, “I love you, too,” or, “I don’t feel the same,” or even, “I hate you,” Heero had just kissed Duo once, hard, and went to see if they had any missions.  He just walked away, dammit.  Like it didn’t matter.  


But, Duo considered as he walked, he really shouldn’t have expected a big reaction from Heero.  It had been stupid to tell him in the first place but sometimes . . . sometimes Duo’s words ran away with him.  And Heero hadn’t rejected him.  He’d just been a little more distant than usual, which was saying a lot.  In a couple more days Heero would decide the incident wasn’t important enough to act on, and they would go back to the way things were.  Plus, that kiss had been kind of nice, if a little violent.  Hmmm. . . .


“Excuse me, young man!” the voice of a woman knocked Duo out of his stupor.  Knocked, literally, since he tripped over the tiny old woman who stopped suddenly in front of him.  She fell over, knocking the contents of her purse on the ground, “Really!” she exclaimed, but didn’t seem very badly hurt.


Duo regained his balance relatively quickly and helped the ancient woman with her purse, “Sorry,” he muttered.


“It’s all right, all right,” she responded, “My fault.  Shouldn’t have stopped like that.  But,” she said, looking at him sternly, “it would be wise to watch where you were going.  You almost walked right into the middle of the street.”


Duo was rather shocked when he realized this was true.  Just a few inches in front of where he was standing cars were shooting back and forth, oblivious to idiot pedestrians.  He probably would have realized in time, but it was still a stupid thing to do, “Thanks for stopping me,” he told the strange old woman.


She looked at him, bemused, “Anytime.  It’s been a while since I’ve had any young men tripping over their feet around me,” she laughed, which made her look ten years younger, “Come with me for a minute.  I think anyone who almost walks into the middle of traffic deserves a cup of tea.  My apartment is right here,” she said, waving at one of the smaller buildings nearby.


So he could either return to the safe house where Heero would be, or he could have some tea with a harmless old lady.  It was the harmless that convinced him.  Heero, even at his nicest, was never harmless.  If this old lady was going to trust him in her home, he wasn’t going to stop her.


The woman led him up through the building to her room.  On the door, there was a sign declaring this room as, “Madam Morgana’s Parlor: fortune-telling, séances, and charms.  Enter only by appointment.”


‘Madam Morgana’ laughed at his expression, “It helps pay the bills.”


“I understand,” he laughed.  So this lady was a scam artist.  It was a noble enough profession in this city.


She led him into a small, dark room, which smelled strongly of rose perfume.  He wondered if the smell would stick to him.  There was a card table set up in the middle, with a slightly yellowed lace tablecloth and an obviously plastic ‘crystal’ ball.


Morgana followed his gaze and said, “The customers always get a kick out of that ball.  Most of ‘em can’t even tell it’s not real glass,” the outside light was really unkind to this woman.  In this lighting, he could see she was no older than fifty, “I broke three of the real kind before I smartened up and bought this unbreakable one,” she led Duo to one of the tiny folding chairs and went into the kitchen to make the tea.  He noticed she locked the door leading into the rest of the house behind her.  This woman wasn’t stupid. If he had decided to steal all her belonging and run, he would only have the option of stealing a couple curtains, two folding chairs, and a cheap plastic ball.  He also bet she kept some sort of gun in the kitchen in case one of her customers became violent.


He sat down and looked under the table.  There were some wires connected to the orb’s metal stand.  He fiddled with them a moment until the plastic sphere started glowing.  


Morgana walked in just as he sat up.  She no doubt noticed that her crystal ball was glowing, but she didn’t bother to mention it.


“Here you go,” she said, handing him a small plastic cup containing tea.  She had gotten a beautiful old teacup with a rose pattern on it for herself.  Duo supposed that she didn’t trust him with anything glass, as she’d just stopped him from mindlessly walking into traffic. 

He still couldn’t believe he’d almost done that.  


Morgana finished setting up the sugar and cream and sat down across from him, “It’s very rare I get to have tea with anyone other than my customers,” she told him.


He put eight spoonfuls of sugar into his plastic cup and stirred vigorously.


“No cream?” she asked, elegantly dropping in her own single spoonful.  She was trying not to laugh at him, but, being a lighthearted woman, she soon gave up.


“I can’t stand the stuff,” Duo said, smiling back.  He realized she must have put on some makeup when she was gone; she only looked like she was in her early forties.  


They talked while they finished their drinks.  She told him about her late husband and their one child, a girl, who had run off and gotten married a couple years ago.  


“Is Madam Morgana your real name?” Duo asked, curious.


“No, of course not, dear,” she replied, but didn’t elaborate.


When he was comfortably warm from the tea, she said, “You must let me tell you your fortune before you go.  Free of charge, of course,” she amended, noting his expression.


So she went and got her deck of cards while he figured out how to turn off the light in the crystal ball.  It was burning his retinas.  


When she returned, Duo wondered how much more makeup the woman had put on.  Now she looked about thirty-five, at the oldest.  She was really good with makeup; she could probably make a lot of money fixing people up.  She looked kind of pretty, for someone he’d taken as seventy only an hour ago.


How was it possible that she looked so much younger?  He looked a little closer and realized that Morgana wasn’t wearing any makeup.  She was that much younger.  This is when things went wrong.


He stood up, confused, but his head felt incredibly light and he had to sit down again.  He wished, vaguely, that he had a mother who would’ve told him never to take anything from strangers.


The woman put her hand on his shoulder, “Stay seated, dear.  The tea I gave you should strengthen your aura, but it also can make a person woozy,” but hadn’t she had the tea, as well?  No, he could see her cup from here; it was still full.  She’d only been pretending to sip it.


Morgana now looked like she was in her twenties.  The lines on her face had smoothed themselves out, and her hair had changed from white to a very light blond.  Her modest, floral dress hung around her loosely, like she’d just lost a lot of weight.


She set down the cards, “I don’t need these to read you, dear.  Not at all.  I can tell your future because; in the hour you’ve spent here, I have helped create it.  You have a great power,” she said, leaning closer to him.  He could actually see her growing younger.  Her skin was growing oily as she reached puberty and her hair was shorter.


“Well,” she corrected herself, “a great potential, at least.  Never mind, I haven’t much time.  I am placing most of my power into the spell I am using on you; I only have another two minutes to explain,” she looked at her watch.  Morgana was shorter now; she looked fifteen.


“Wha . . .?” 


“Forget it,” she stopped his question, then continued on, “I have cast one of the most complicated charms I know on you.  Some people may call it a curse, others a gift, but it is actually only what you make of it.  When I met you in the street,” at this point her voice got higher in pitch, “I knew you had power.  So I brought you here to find out what this power actually is, and how to release it.  On the first count I failed; I haven’t the slightest idea what you can do.  But I knew, as soon as you came in here, that this charm was the only way to release that power,” she stepped back so he could still see her, since her head was now below the table.  She wrapped her dress around her; it was now much too large for the child she had become, “Someday, you will understand.  There are so few of us left  . . . I have to go,” she looked at her watch again and raced out of the apartment as quickly as she could on her increasingly short legs.


As soon as she left, his head cleared, and he followed her.  His legs felt like rubber.


But when he reached the street, Morgana was gone.
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Stranger: Part 2


Morgana had disappeared.


Duo stood, alone in the crowd, looking for some trace of her.  He searched the faces of passers-by, but couldn’t see anyone like her.  In his frantic search, he didn’t notice how the crowd parted around him, avoiding his expression.  

Duo caught his reflection in a window, and knew he couldn’t go back to the safe house yet.  He looked like he’d had the shit beaten out of him, and been punched in the stomach repeatedly.  He should probably investigate a little, anyway. 


He slipped back inside the apartment building and climbed the stairs to Morgana’s room.  There was the sign: Madam Morgana’s Parlor: fortune telling, séances, and charms.  Enter only by appointment.


He still didn’t have an appointment, but he reentered the open door with a minimum of worry.  The woman was gone, and the living room was still almost empty of any decoration.  Duo picked up his cup and sniffed.  It smelled like tea.  


The door to the kitchen came open fairly easily, since it wasn’t locked.  But he kicked it open anyway.  It crashed against the wall with the satisfying sound of breaking glass; he didn’t look to see what he had broken.


In the middle of the floor, someone had drawn a circle in black chalk.  For some reason, the sight of this brought Morgana’s last words back to him: There are so few of us left.  Duo stepped inside the drawing, being careful not to smudge the line in any way.  

Hanging above the circle was a giant, flawless crystal, suspended from what looked like a fishing line.  As Duo watched, the crystal started turning in a slow circular pattern.  How could it be moving?  It blazed a thousand different colors as it swung.  The stone was oddly hypnotic; each circle was just a little bit wider than the previous.  If Duo watched long enough, he wouldn’t be able to distinguish the slight change each time; it would look like it was following an eternally predestined path.  

The glass sped up; it now traced the edge of the circle.  He was trapped inside, unless he tried to stop it with his hand.

Duo felt like his world was being drawn through that crystal.  For some reason, he was reminded of Heero and their last “discussion.”  He remembered his own stupidity, and Heero’s glaring perfection.  Why was he so drawn to Heero?  His fascination was so much like his fascination with this crystal.  He was trapped in this crystal, was he trapped with Heero?  He didn’t want to leave now; he was safe inside this circle.  Was this Morgana’s gift to him, or some kind of punishment?


The giant pendulum sped up, creating its own momentum, until it was a giant, sparkling blur around the edge of the chalk circle.  If Duo tried to interfere with it, the force would kill him instantly.


It was strange how clearly he could picture what would happen it he tried to stop the crystal.  He could see his hand dissolving in a blur of red light, and the crystal exploding into a million tiny knives, all aimed towards him. 


The stone wasn’t even a blur anymore.  It looked like a silver cone, suspended over the chalk ring.  It seemed motionless now, though that was impossible.  


The pressure from the crystal made him feel like he was going to pass out. The world spun around him, tearing apart his mind and putting it back together.  It was utterly fascinating; he could spend his life in this place, and never understand a minute of it.  Dark images appeared, reflected in the silvery surfaces.  Strangers came up to him and held out their hands in greeting, some then disappearing.  


A pale man in black was the first, followed by a crying woman.  A little girl waved cheerfully at him, and her dog barked amiably, though he couldn’t hear it.  A young woman in strange clothes came, followed by a group of men with guns.  Another girl with black hair and modest clothes greeted him only briefly before running off.  A well-tailored man examined Duo for a minute, and then turned away.


The images of these people swirled around him, and made him dizzy with their bittersweet acknowledgement.  Then, the remaining figures stepped back, and revealed Morgana.


She stepped through the crystal and met him with a sigh, whispering, “Ahhh . . .The tea has done its work.  You are here.”


The other people nodded vigorously.  


“What are you?” Duo asked.  The woman’s features kept changing from old woman to child, to old woman, but he was surprised how soon he got used to this.


She laughed darkly, “I am very powerful.  I have lived a thousand lives, and may live a thousand more,” she flourished her right hand, and the people behind her disappeared, “But you must do something for me before I begin my next one,” she waved her hand again, and a new image became visible.


Behind her an ancient tree was growing out of the crystal.  Duo reached his hand forward, and brushed his fingers against the brittle leaves.  They crumbled easily, spreading a soft dust across the floor.


Morgana lightly pushed away his hand, and took a branch in her own.  She gently stroked it, before setting it aside.


“I didn’t get a chance to tell you, Duo,” she began, “about this tree.  When I had lived only a few lives, I planted its seed deep within the earth,” she sighed, “And since then, it has died,” the tree fell into a pile of dust, “and in its full life, it bore only one fertile seed.  That seed is in my possession; it is in the bottom drawer of my dresser.  Could you keep it for me?  And, if you see my daughter, give it to her?” Morgana’s face shifted to one of a young woman.  Her eyes were pleading.


“Why can’t she come and take it for herself?” Duo asked, feeling sudden pity for the strange woman.


“Oh!” her laugh was bitter, “She left long ago, in marriage.  She will not search for me, but she may look for the seed.  I just want you to keep it for me, in case she does.”


His sympathy disappeared in a rush, “Is this why you brought me here?  Why you did all this?” 


The changing woman shook her head, “No, of course not.  There are so few of us left,” she brushed her hair out of her face, and the image changed again.  This time it showed the figure of Duo himself.  The image was surrounded by a deep red light, which spread outward from him, reaching outward like the rays of the sun.


“The red light is your power,” Morgana said softly.  Her voice cracked with age.


Duo glared at her, “But I don’t want it, or need it.”


“Ahhh . . .” she sighed as she changed again from old woman to child, “That explains why you did not recognize me.  You take any energy your power gives you, and push it into your anger, into that raw rage which draws you forward.  You give your power to the God of Death,” she gestured, and Duo’s likeness disappeared.  In its place emerged the figure of a Gundam, his own mobile suit, “and he has no need for it.”


“Shut up,” Duo growled, “You’re insane.  How can you understand death, if you have never experienced it?”


The woman laughed, “I have seen enough death in my life to respect it.  And if I have lived a thousand and one lives, I have died a thousand deaths.  No, your power lies beyond death.  And,” she drew close to him, “you will be strong, and your strength beautiful!  There are so few of us, oh, sweet Death, so very few.  It is so rare, and incomprehensible,” the Gundam disappeared, and the form of a seed appeared.


“So,” Duo said, “you want me to protect that for you?”


“I’m not sure.  If you protect it, the seed may one day save you.  It has its own power, which is why you can’t give it to anyone other than my daughter,” she reached into the crystal and removed the seed.  It dissolved in her hand.  She sighed, “You will find your power in your own time, I suppose.  The charm I cast will set things in motion, but you cannot find yourself or your strength unless you want to.  So it is up to you whether you use your gift.”


“What was the spell you cast on me?” Duo asked, looking at his reflection in the revolving glass.


“I . . . can’t really explain.  It works differently on different people, I understand.  You are the first I ever cast it on; the spell is very complex.  Essentially, it is a spell of release,” she looked lost for a minute, trying to explain.  

Interrupting her explanation, their shelter shook suddenly and they both looked up.
“What was that?” Duo asked her.


“It is time for me to be born,” she explained sadly, “and begin my next life.  It will be a long time before I may contact you again.  Take the seed, if you like.  It is just another part of the cycle, the circle,” she explained.  She reached into the wall of the crystal and removed a smaller version of the cut glass, “I suggest you duck down,” she smiled, pushing him lightly to the floor.


She took the smaller shard and pushed it upward, deep into the joint between the crystal and the line holding it up.  The line snapped, and the crystal exploded into a million jagged pieces.  But, when the changing woman gestured again, the sharp splinters of glass dissipated.  The only piece left was the one she had used to break the line, and she threw this to the floor, “Take this if you want,” she told him.


And the changing woman disappeared as abruptly as she had appeared, leaving Duo alone inside the broken circle of chalk.
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Stranger: Part 3


Duo carefully picked up the tiny sliver of glass the woman, Morgana, had thrown on the floor.  She had said, “Take this, if you want,” and, in what seemed like a fit of childishness, pitched the crystal towards him.  


But there was something about the glass that attracted him, called to him.  Its razor edge screamed for him to lightly run his fingers along it, despite the possibility of pain.  Fascinated by its strange humming, Duo complied.


The crystal represents death, the absence of life.  Its power is drawn from the space between the stars and from the immobile heart hidden within the ice


Duo watched, enthralled, as the edge of the crystal drew his warm blood out of the calloused skin of his thumb, through a thin, swelling line that had suddenly come to his attention.  The flash of pain, which accompanied the line, snapped him back to reality.


Dammit, he thought, angry with himself, what am I thinking?  I have to get out of here.


He delicately stood, testing for unnoticed injuries.  He still felt queasy, and now a little bruised, but otherwise fine.


The seed.


Duo remembered the other “gift” of the fortune-teller with a shock.  Should he take the cursed thing?  Or leave it to the dogs and landlords?  


But just as he couldn’t prevent himself from entering the circle when he first spotted it, or from cutting himself on the crystal, he couldn’t leave the seed behind.  He had to at least look at it before deciding what to do about it.


Two minutes later, he held the small gift lightly in his hand, and he knew he would end up taking this as well.  It was incredibly small and fragile for the importance Morgana had attached to it.  The only thing that distinguished it from any other ordinary seed was the fact that he could feel a slow heartbeat pulsing through its outer casing.  He felt an incredible urge to protect the seed.  


The seed represents life, and the potential for life.  Its power is drawn from the molten heart of the earth, and the throbbing womb of the sea.


He carefully wrapped the two gifts in a clean, white handkerchief he found in the same drawer as the seed.  The cloth was beautifully embroidered with the letters M.C.A.  Morgana.  


A silver falcon circled above the steadily growing city.  It had felt the passing of a being of power, and it knew its duty better than the instinct that kept him in the air.  It searched steadily, and quietly, ignoring any disturbance.  Everything other than his task was irrelevant until its mission was finished. 


Duo could still feel the warmth of the seed through the pocket of his coat.  He found it somehow comforting, despite the events that had led up to him receiving it.  No, he would not regret taking the seed with him.  The crystal, on the other hand, he regretted already.  He hadn’t even left the apartment, yet.  The cut on his thumb had opened again as he closed the bottom drawer of Morgana’s dresser.  How annoying.


Duo reentered the kitchen, quietly bitching about the cut and the glass, which had caused it.  It felt good to have something inconsequential to complain about.  


Just as he was about to make his escaper, however, Duo noticed the break in the black circle drawn on the floor.


The circle represents the cycle, the change from life to death to birth to growth to death.


He wondered if there was any way to fix the break in the circle.  His newly found sanity slipped away, and he decided to see.  He had a feeling that before he left this place for good, he shouldn’t leave anything undone.  


Had he broken it, or Morgana?  Duo squatted down next to the circle and looked closely at the chalk.  He could see, on closer inspection, that it wasn’t actually chalk; it was too flaky and set in the granite to be chalk.


His thumb was starting to itch, and he felt the flow of blood increase.  With a sudden snap of inspiration he held his bleeding hand over the break in the circle.  On this stone flooring, his blood looked black.  


As the separate edges of the circle met again, Duo felt the entire room sigh and settle on its foundation.  For an instant, he felt completely at peace.  Then the need for departure appeared again, crying insistently in his head.


Dammit.  He stood up and brushed some dust off his dark clothing.  At least the blood flow from his finger was finally slowing, Now that it’s completed its purpose.  God, now he really felt sick.


The bird felt a sudden surge of power, like the cresting of a wave.  It crashed into the forefront of his attention.  This power carried with it a sense of finishing, not beginning or potential.  The power the falcon was looking for was a power of inception.


But power often leads to power, as weakness may lead to weakness.  He altered his course and continued his slow descent.


Duo escaped the building at a slow walk.  He had been gone for six hours, he realized with an odd sense of amusement.  He wondered if Heero had even noticed.  If he had noticed, Heero was going to kill him.  Of course, that was a big “if.”  No, he shouldn’t bother to worry about that now.  He could think about that when he came back to the safe house and found a handgun shoved between his eyes.  And heard the familiar threat of death that generally came with it.  Well, he shouldn’t fault Heero for his unoriginal choice of words.  Most people who heard it would never hear it again.


The blue eyes of the falcon could see far, and deep.  He saw through the layers of aged protection hiding the source of the power from any casual glances.  He saw that here a great power had been spent, but not yet finished.


He dove expertly through the window.  The falcon was careful to keep his impressive wingspan against his sides, where it wouldn’t slam against the edge of the window.  


The entire place glowed with power.  It would have been interesting to anyone else, but he was searching for something very small and specific.  


The force he had sensed had come from the black-blood circle drawn directly in the center of the room.  This was inconsequential.


Within five minutes, the falcon had searched the entire apartment and found nothing.  But the object of his hunt had been here; he could still see the traces of its power.  Someone had taken it.


The door swung open even before Duo got a chance to try his key in the lock.  He gave a sigh of relief when he didn’t see the glowering, gun-wielding figure of his love staring down at him.  Small favors.


Instead of an angry Yuy, Duo saw a surprised looking Wufei, who was carrying his jacket on his arm.  


The surprise quickly gave way to annoyance, “Maxwell, I see you’ve finally decided to return from your walk?”


Duo smiled, “Ah, Wufei!” he grabbed the protesting pilot’s arm and dragged him back into the safe house, “My walk was very . . . interesting.”


Wufei glanced back at the door and sighed slightly, “No doubt.  But, I was planning on going out,” he shoved his coat in Duo’s face for emphasis.


Duo pushed it back, “Never mind that . . . where’s Heero?” Duo glanced at the clock hanging over the door.  It had taken him about ten seconds to mention Heero.  That was a new record; man, he was smooth.  


Wufei shrugged, “In your room, on his laptop, I guess,” he hung his jacket carefully over a chair, making a mental note so he wouldn’t leave it there.  Wufei was such an anal-retentive bastard.  Maybe that was why they had become such good friends.


Not that they had always been friends.  But, about a month ago, they had gotten into a huge argument.  It had begun slowly, like all their other arguments, but had quickly escalated.  Wufei had been complaining about Duo’s eating habits, which had led Duo to complain about Wufei’s rigid cleaning habits.  Which had, somehow led to the two of them beating the shit out of each other in the bathroom.  The other pilots had been away at the time, and when they returned Duo and Wufei were sitting at the kitchen table nursing black eyes and conversing amiably.


Sometimes, Duo supposed, two people had to pound the crap out of each other in order to become friends.  Maybe this should be the God of Death’s new slogan: “Violence brings everyone closer.”  It was just so true.


“So he didn’t say anything about me being so late back?” Duo asked.  


Wufei sat down, “I honestly hope that wasn’t the reason you stayed out so late,” he said, carefully rearranging the keys Duo had thrown haphazardly on the table.


Duo shook his head and took the keys away from Wufei.  He noted, with some amusement, how his friend immediately searched for something else on the table to tidy.  Order over chaos, good over evil.  Wufei carried a dirty cup over to the sink and began washing it.  Good triumphs again.


Evidently wherever Wufei had been going wasn’t important anymore.  Duo shrugged inwardly and his mind turned back to Heero.  He needed to see if Heero had noticed he was gone.


He cautiously walked down the short hallway to the room they shared.  He opened the door carefully.  Heero was sitting, almost motionless, lit by the sickly glow of his laptop.


“Hey, Heero,” Duo started, “I’m back,” and Heero hadn’t even noticed.  He felt like such an idiot.


“Hn,” Heero barely responded.  Was he still bothered by Duo’s earlier confession, or had he gone back to being his old, laconic self?


“Are there any missions?” Duo asked, hoping for some kind of polysyllabic response.


“No.”


No such luck.  And he was too drained to try any harder.  Today it would be up to Heero to make the effort.  He might as well leave now, before the unwavering silence got on his nerves.


The bird scratched a single arcane symbol into the center of the circle.  The symbol itself was powerful and the circle would magnify that power,


Inside the ring the symbol (the only true power the bird had ever been taught) burned deep into the floor.  The strange creature escaped quickly through the window, flying faster than it had in years.


The bird ascended five hundred feet, making sure he was a safe enough distance from Morgana’s home.  The circle, the cycle, gave its last revolution.  His symbol of destruction exploded outward . . . incinerating everything in its path. 


The bird flew north, towards where it could feel another, more distant power.  He flew slowly now, ignoring the sudden loud wailing of sirens beneath him.  Inconsequential.

End of Part 3

_______________________________________
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Stranger: Part 4


Calmly walking down the hall, away from Heero, Duo was suddenly struck by an incredible pain in his side.  White-hot agony ripped through his ribs, and he loudly collapsed into a heap on the floor.  


“What?” he rasped.  He heard Heero moving in the next room.  Don’t come now, Heero, he thought; you can’t see me like this now…

It felt like someone had knifed him in the ribs.  But there was no one there.  He carefully stood, leaning against the wall.  He gingerly prodded his rib, and drew his fingers back when they encountered blood.  How could he be bleeding?  

Heero walked out of their room, giving Duo a slightly quizzical look.  Duo leaned against the wall; grateful for the black coat he was still wearing, “Yeah, Heero?”

Heero examined him a moment, then shrugged, going back into their room.  Duo let out the breath he had been holding.  

Once Duo had gone, Heero stepped out into the hallway.  He could smell the familiar scent of newly spilt blood.  This worried him, though he wasn’t sure why.  Duo usually smelled of blood.  But, usually it was that barely discernable scent of old blood that he associated with all the pilots.  Even Quatre.  

He rather scientifically examined the spot where Duo had been standing.  Duo had fallen on that spot, and leaned against that part of the wall…where there was now a dark slash of blood staining the once light wallpaper.  Heero’s heart skipped, but he didn’t notice (at least not in his conscious mind; in the back of his mind he noted and stored everything that occurred) and rubbed his finger against the black stain.  Anger flared inside him; sudden, violent rage.  But he wiped the blood on his shirt and calmly went to visit Duo.

“Shit,” Duo whispered.  He had a deep gash on his right side.  It really looked like he had been stabbed.  Blood had soaked all the way through his coat.

There was a light knocking on the door.

”Yeah, just a minute,” Duo muttered.  He wrapped the bandage around a final time, and secured it.  He’d ask why later; now he slipped his shirt over the bandage, and put his coat over that.  

Heero knocked again, harder.  

Duo opened the door to the bathroom, “All yours, Heero!” he exclaimed, painfully cheerful.

The bird circled over the building, examining it from a safe distance.  He could sense many lives, but he sensed something from one of them.  But, more importantly, he sensed that the boy was carrying a power separate from any person; it was what he was looking for.

He swept downward, landing on a windowsill.

Heero jumped forward and grasped Duo’s wrist tightly.

“Heero-.” Duo gasped.

The other pilot ignored him and yanked Duo’s hand behind his back.  With his other hand Heero pressed against Duo’s side.  Blood.  He shoved his blood-covered hand into Duo’s face, “How?” he growled.

Duo didn’t respond, concentrating on Heero’s close presence.  In some sick, twisted way, he liked when Heero was pissed at him.  He always got so close…

But he always got so uncomfortable, “Umm…Heero, let go.  It’s nothing.  Just a flesh wound I got when I was out today.”

Heero gave him a hard look, but relaxed his grip, “Who?”

“Just some idiot on the streets.  I wasn’t paying attention…you know.  Because of…anyway, I got him back, but he got away, ummm, and it really isn’t anything bad, I just…” he trailed off.

Heero dropped Duo’s arm, “Really?” he asked, “Why don’t you tell me what actually happened?”

Duo dropped his head, “I can’t tell you that now,” he whispered.  

Heero grabbed Duo’s chin and lifted his head again, glaring into Duo’s eyes.

A loud tap on the window broke them out of their trance.  Heero, upset by the distraction, pulled out his gun and pointed behind Duo.

Tap.  Tap.  Tap.  TAP.  TAP.  CRASH!

The bird pecked its way through the window, and dove straight at Duo before Heero got a chance to get a good view of his target.


This was one big fuck of a bird.  Duo had a feeling that if he got out of this, he would be having nightmares about giant silver birds-of-prey for a while.  


Trowa sat in the room he shared with Quatre, listening to the boy chatter at him.  Occasionally, when Quatre began to look upset at his lack of response, he would nod or shake his head as an answer.  


But both he and Quatre sat up in shock at the sound of glass breaking in the bathroom.  Without a word, both picked up the closest weapon and ran.  They met Wufei in the hall, brandishing his katana.  


They saw Heero sprint out of the bathroom, dragging Duo behind him.  But what was following Duo…incredible.  It was the most beautiful animal Trowa had ever seen, but incomprehensibly unnatural.  

He had once seen an albino lion cub, which they’d been forced to kill.  It had white fur and pink eyes, very beautiful.  Trowa had comforted her while she was alive; she lived in constant pain.  He had even watched them shoot her, wondering if it was necessary.  But that was at least a natural mutation…this creature was impossible.  

Heero came running towards them, still dragging Duo by the wrist.  Trowa noticed, as they passed, that Duo had a large slash across the left side of his face.  Of course.  The creature had gone for his eyes.

“Need room to shoot it,” Heero growled angrily at Duo.  The thing was going right for Duo, and ignoring the rest of them.

Trowa, Quatre, and Wufei turned around and ran after them.

“What the hell is that thing?” Wufei yelled.

“It’s unnatural,” Trowa said, as a response.  His voice was emotionless, but he gripped his gun tightly.

Heero stood protectively, guarding Duo.  The creature (sent by OZ?  No.), its silver beak red from Duo’s blood, gave off a loud call.  Heero took aim and shot at it, point blank.  He saw the bullet make contact, but…nothing.  Its feathers weren’t even rustled.  And, in fact, it appeared to be laughing at them.

The other pilots ran in.

“Duo, are you all right?” Quatre called out.

“I’m fine!” Duo shouted back.  They had to shout over the sound of Heero’s gun.  Five shot, point blank.  Not a scratch.

The falcon made to lunge at Duo again, from the sink, when Trowa dropped his gun.

“Shhhh….” he hissed, “Calm down, calm down.” 

The bird stopped suddenly and looked at him.  Its eyes were blue.

Calm down, silver falcon, unnatural creature.  We are not rivals or prey here.  We could give you food.

The bird understood, and responded.  Its voice rasped inside Trowa’s mind, Inconsequential.  I must complete my task.

The others were staring, amazed, at Trowa.  He was walking slowly, calmly, towards the creature, holding his hands out.


Is it blood you desire?  Twisted creature, what created you?


The bird laughed, I desire only to complete my task.  The task my master/mistress created me for.


Trowa was standing directly in front of the falcon, now, his hands still extended in peace.  What is this task?  What is your purpose?


He lightly pecked at Trowa’s hands, causing the other pilots to lunge forward.  

But Trowa stopped them, “Don’t move,” he said, keeping his eyes on the bird.

I come in search of the seed, the seed, the voice in Trowa’s mind hissed, and the powerful one has it.

Trowa broke his gaze and looked at Duo, “He says you have a seed.  Do you?”

“The bird said?” Quatre exclaimed.

Duo nodded to Trowa, “Yes.”

Heero turned around, still in his protective stance, and gave Duo a confused look.

Trowa turned back to the creature, “He says he needs it.  He won’t kill you if you let him take it to his master.”

Duo reached into his pocket and took out the seed, “This it?”

The falcon ruffled its feathers excitedly, My master/mistress must have it!

Trowa looked at the bird, sadness radiating from his expressionless face, Twisted creature; you would kill for that thing?  Purposeless destruction?  No animal kills without reason.

It is my task, and my purpose.  I am only just alive, so I can’t value life.  But let the powerful one give it to me.  Or, if he fears me, have his lover hand it to me.

Lover?  Heero continued to stand as a human shield in front of Duo, “Give him the seed, Duo, or give it to Heero to give to him.”

Duo looked down at the seed in his hand, indecisive.  Could he just give it away?  To this creature?  “I don’t think I can.”

Heero didn’t even look this time, “Then give it to me.”

Duo shook his head, “I can’t.”

The bird fluttered his wings impatiently, Give it, or be destroyed, and lose it anyway.  

Trowa dropped his hands, No! You will stay in peace or leave!

You cannot hurt me, Animal-charmer.  I have tolerated you, but if you can’t help me, you serve no purpose for me.

Trowa smiled slightly, his face turned away from the other pilots, “Are you sure, Duo?”

“Y-yes.  I promised to give it to someone.”

And you, aberrant creature, you have made your decision?

I would never make another.

Fine.  Trowa cast the only spell he knew.  He reached towards the bird, and lightly stroked its feathers.  The silver of its feathers protected it from heat, ice, and all weapons.  The falcon couldn’t know the danger; he let himself be pet in this fashion.  For a minute, he was completely under the spell of Trowa’s touch, and ignored everything else.

Trowa caressed the soft feathers below the head, searching his way through and below them.  The falcon gave only a slight shudder as Trowa easily snapped its neck.  

Quatre would never be sure, but he thought he saw the dark streak of a tear make its way down Trowa’s cold face…but it could have been a shadow.

Trowa picked up the dead bird’s body and examined it carefully before setting it on the kitchen table.  It was just as vulnerable as any other creature under all those feathers. 
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Stranger: Part 5

Quatre broke his stare and turned to Duo, attempting to bring a little sanity into the situation, “I think you need to tell us something.”

Duo ignored him; he was still staring at the bird, “We have to burn it.”

“What, why?” 

“Before…before…” he didn’t know why.  

Trowa shook his head, “It won’t burn,” its feathers would protect it from the heat.

Duo looked incredibly pale, and his eyes flashed with anger and fear, “I don’t care!  We have to destroy it!  Before whatever sent it realizes we killed it!” he shouted.  

Trowa looked down at the bird, his eyes blank, “I’ll bury it,” he said, still holding onto its body tightly, “out of the city.”

Quatre shook his head, “I don’t understand any of this,” he smiled, slightly, “but I’ll go with you, Trowa, if you don’t mind.”

Trowa nodded.  

“Fine, then.  It’s decided.  But, Duo, remember to explain this all to us when we get back,” Quatre said.  

Duo watched them leave.  How could he explain any of this to them?  

The muscles in his side spasm suddenly, and he pressed his hand against the wall, gasping.  He felt a warm rush of blood against his skin, soaking through the bandages.  


“Maxwell?” Wufei asked, his voice sounding confused, “What’s wrong?”


Balancing against the wall, Duo reached into the pocket of his coat.  Yes, the seed was still there; he had dropped it back inside after refusing to give it up to that bird.  But…where was the crystal?  He couldn’t find it; all he found was a rip in the coat’s lining; did he drop it? 


Duo removed the seed before it fell through, as well, and held it in front of him.  What was this thing?  He wasn’t sure he wanted to know.


Heero suddenly filled his field of vision.  The pilot of 01 reached out and grabbed Duo’s hand, examining the object of Duo’s fascination.  Duo was too weak to protest; his side was threatening to bleed with the slightest movement.  


Duo could sense Wufei right next to him, as well.  He was asking something that was garbled by the rushing sound in Duo’s ears. 


Heero tried to take away the seed, but Duo had just enough strength to snatch his hand away.  Heero was saying something, now, asking a question.  He gripped Duo’s shoulders and shook, violently.


That won’t help, Heero, ‘cause… Duo thought, passing out.  As he lost consciousness, he realized what had happened to the crystal.


“What the hell did you do?!” Wufei yelled at Heero, as Duo slowly began to slide to the floor, “You idiot!”


Heero responded, dazed, “I thought he was in shock…” 


Trowa and Quatre stood over a pile of freshly turned earth.  


“I hope…I hope it found peace in the next life, Trowa,” Quatre said, softly.


Trowa nodded, lightly resting his hand on Quatre’s shoulder, “Yes.”


The two pilots stood that way, peaceful, until a slow shower of rain arrived, drenching them and lightly soaking the dirt.  Then they walked back to the car, not holding hands, but standing close enough to suggest it.


They drove back to the safe house without saying a word; content in their own thoughts.


The seed started glowing in Duo’s tightly clutched hand.  Pain, oh pain.  Sweet, draining pain.  It began to radiate pulsing warmth, like that of a heartbeat.  It drew the pain inward, increasing its warmth, and feeding the tiny embryo hidden inside the casing.  It had been so long… it tried to push outward, grow.  But there was nothing-nothing except the pain to feed on.  The energy gained was unneeded for now.  It poured its heat outward, towards the source of the pain, using the unnecessary food to slow the ache, close the source.  It did not need the energy; the source had to be preserved.


Heero lay the unconscious boy on his bed, whispering, “I’m sorry…”


Duo shifted slightly, and tightened his grip on the seed. 


The pilot stood by the bed for a minute, watching with relief as the blood slowed its course, Dammit, Duo, who did this?  He leaned down over the Duo, examining his unconscious face for the answer.  Who could get close enough to Duo in order to do this much damage?  


Heero lightly pressed his lips against Duo’s forehead, willing him not to wake up for the moment.  Then he pulled a chair up to the side of the bed and sat, patiently waiting for Duo to wake or for the others to return.


Wufei stepped away from the door and allowed the two their privacy.  If Heero heard him, he gave no indication.  


Quatre and Trowa returned then, both looking somber.


“We buried it,” Quatre told him, “just past the city limits.  Did Duo explain anything?  Did we miss it?”


Wufei shook his head and told them what had happened after they left.


“But what’s wrong with him?” Quatre asked with a worried tone.


Wufei shrugged, staring at the floor.  Trowa pushed past him and led the way back to Duo and Heero’s room.  He didn’t bother knocking; he just walked right in.


Duo was awake and sitting up, looking rather embarrassed, “I didn’t faint!  The God of Death doesn’t faint…he… is knocked out!  It’s much more manly!”


Heero smirked, “Much better.  Anyway, after you fainted-.”


“Hey!”


Quatre looked relieved, “Duo, you sound okay, at least.”


Duo smiled up at him, but didn’t bother standing.  The world tended to move in unpredictable ways when he tried that, “Hello, Quatre, so you’re back?”


“Obviously,” Wufei interrupted, “but since you’re awake…”


“Explain,” Heero finished, sternly, his smile gone.  


Duo’s head started to spin again.  How was he supposed to tell them?  He kind of hoped another crisis would appear, so he would have some time to think about everything that had happened before trying to explain.  


“Don’t worry,” Quatre reassured him, “after that bird, we’ll believe everything you tell us.”


He might as well start from the beginning, “Well, when I went on my walk today…”


Far away, a dark figure felt a strange vibration in its web of power.  A strand had been broken.  The destroyer had been killed.  


It sighed, twisting itself into the shape of the weaver.  It would repair the web, and then send another to examine the misfortune of the creature.  The destroyer was one of its oldest creations, and necessarily flawed in order to fulfill its purpose.  But it was not easy to kill, and anything with that ability was worth investigation.  


“And this is the seed she gave me,” Duo said, holding out his hand for the others to see.


Everyone except Wufei was now sitting.  The Chinese pilot had a perplexed expression, “Is that all true?”


Duo laughed, with a little bitterness, “Oh yes, definitely.  Every word.”


Heero asked, “Then where’s the crystal?”


They all looked to Duo expectantly. 


Duo was filled with a sudden sense of dread.  Where was it?  Had he dropped it?  No, that wasn’t right.  He had figured it out right before he fai…was knocked unconscious by the pain and blood loss.  There had been a rip in the lining of his jacket directly over the cut, and he had realized…Duo understood, with a shock, and replied, “I’d let you see it, but it’s lodged in my side,” he said, tapping on his bandages.  Ow.  How did he forget something like that?


His words were met with silence.  They were all staring at the blood-covered bandages in varying expressions of shock.

Quatre grimaced, “Should we remove it?  So there isn’t an infection or something?”


Heero shook his head; “I’m not cutting him open.”


Wufei growled, “It took a half an hour to get him to stop bleeding in the first place!”


“Look,” Duo said, “it’s fine now.  I’ll worry about it if I get sick or something.”


Quatre sighed.  


But the circle goes on, ignoring the five boys and their useless discussion.  The changing woman’s final charm was finally realizing itself.  The fortune-teller had spent the last of her energy on this spell, using all she had collected over many lifetimes.  “Morgana” understood the rarity of true power, and its importance.  She knew she would survive the loss of her strength.  


So, her last will worked its way through Duo’s system, and began to act.  

END OF PART 5

So, what do you think?  Confused?  I know I am.  ^_^

Celestial Phoenix
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Stranger: Part 6


“Well, this is the place,” Quatre said, looking down at the slip of paper in his hand.


Trowa nodded.


They were standing outside the wreckage of what had once been an apartment building.  The fire had only recently been extinguished; smoke and steam occasionally erupted from within the pile of debris and a crowd of bewildered people surrounded the place.  Some were crying.


Quatre stopped a policeman, and asked him what had happened.


The officer gave him an odd look, “Haven’t you been watching the news?  This place caught fire about five hours.”


“And the people inside?”


He shook his head, “We haven’t found any survivors, yet,” he told them, before he left.


“Oh, Trowa,” Quatre whispered, “Who did this?  Oz?” 


Trowa rested his hand on Quatre’s shoulder, “I don’t know.”


“Let’s go back.  There’s nothing here for us to find.”


Duo spread out on his bed, lost in his thoughts.  Heero was on his laptop, Quatre and Trowa were out checking out Morgana’s apartment, and Wufei was…out, somewhere.  


Ow.  He could feel the crystal shift inside him.  The pain had been fading over the last hour, but it still was more than an annoyance.  


Heero heard Duo’s soft moan of pain, and turned in his chair to look at him, “What now, Duo?” he asked.  Duo looked so pale, lying there…but still, he managed to look so-Shut up, he told himself…that kind of thing wasn’t relevant.


Duo only shook his head, careful not to move too quickly.


Heero abandoned the laptop for the moment.  He stood over Duo, glaring, “Is it bleeding?”


“No, I’m fine.  It just hurts a little,” Duo felt like an idiot.  All these events—he should be asleep right now, peacefully dreaming about Heero.  Well, not peacefully, exactly.  Oh, that was not a good thought to be having right now.  He felt himself blush under the other pilot’s unyielding gaze.


Heero examined him a minute, as a strange question came to him, “You said something the other day,” I love you, even Heero couldn’t forget that.


“I say a lot of things,” Duo said, nervously.  Heero looked so damn intense.

That was true, “Yes, but this was important.”


“Well, what did I say?” Duo asked, already knowing.


Heero kneeled suddenly beside Duo’s bed, so he could meet his gaze evenly, “Say it again.”


Duo gulped, “I-I don’t think I can right now, Heero,” the other pilot was leaning very close.  He could feel the Japanese pilot’s breath brushing across his face.


“Did you mean it?” there was something in Heero’s voice…


“Y-yes.”


Without another word, Heero took advantage of his position and closed the space between their lips.


The kiss was soft, at first, but quickly grew in painful intensity.  Heero reached up and gripped Duo’s shoulders tightly, pulling Duo even closer.  


Love.  Is this love?  It felt like it.  Duo’s whole body was tingling with something he had never felt before.  He needed more.  Duo deepened the kiss, dragging Heero down onto the bed.  


The tingling and the pain increased dramatically…he could hear a sound like the rushing of an ocean…or the sound of a distant group of people speaking.  The murmuring sound began to grow louder, and the tingling more intense.  Oh, God, it hurt now.  The old and new pains mingled, somehow bringing him closer to Heero.  He could feel him pressed against his stomach, his hands…oh, his hands…


But the pain, he had to pull away before…the voices spoke to him, roared at him, screamed at him, ignoring his silent pleas.  They were forcing their way into his mind.  He tried to pull away, but his body ignored him.  


He could recognize some of the voices now: Heero, Quatre, Trowa, himself, Wufei, all of them, and some others, many others.  Oh, God.


The barrier between the two pilots snapped, shattering their minds together.  


There was a sudden rush of sweet agony and in the flood of memories they lost themselves completely, dissolving even the painful shards created by the joining.


With a gasp, they separated…and yet they were still connected through a thin silver line.  It seemed to pull them together even as they pushed away.


One looked at the other, “Which am I?” he asked, unsure.  He lightly traced the jaw line of the other, “Heero or Duo?”


The other was also confused.  He could remember two lives, inseparable.  Memories that could not possibly be associated were linked in an indecipherable chain of thought.


“Who are we?” they asked, together. But they couldn’t remember, so they gave in to the overwhelming flood of passion.  Each magnified the passion in the other’s mind until both demanded to be closer, until both demanded relief.  


A figure dressed in a multitude of clashing colors stepped out of the shadows.  She turned to face the creature that had created her, the master/mistress of her fortune.  


“Go, Messenger,” the weaver ordered, softly.


The Messenger laughed, her voice the light twinkling of bells, “I go, oh sweet creator.  I shall follow you until the day I become bored with it or decide not to,” she laughed again.  She gave a sweeping bow, before running soundlessly away.


The Weaver continued its careful repairs, ignoring the girl’s words.  As soon as it gave its orders, it already assumed that they had been carried out.


Trowa and Quatre made it back just before Wufei, who came toting a giant bag filled with groceries and giant textbooks.


“What were you doing?” Quatre asked in astonishment.


Wufei shrugged, “Just a little research,” he said, trying and failing to keep the smirk out of his voice, “and we were running out of food.”


Quatre smiled, grimly, “Let’s go check on Duo.  He’s probably hungry…and we found out something that he’s not going to like…”


Wufei nodded.


The three pilots made their way slowly down the hallway, not really looking forward to telling Duo about what they had found.  Wufei noted, with some surprise, a dark slash of blood on the wall across from Duo and Heero’s room.  How long had that been there?


Quatre knocked on the door…no response…he sighed, and swung it open.


The sound of the door opening woke the two from their deep slumber, confusing them.  They raised their heads, “Quatre?  Who?” asked the one closest to the blond pilot.


“Duo?!  Ummm…”


Trowa glanced inside and his eye widened slightly, “Let’s go,” he whispered, dragging Quatre out of the room after him.  Wufei only got a quick look before Trowa pushed him out as well, slamming the door behind them.


“Duo?” the pilot who had spoken looked at the other, “I’m Duo.”


The other blinked, “That means I’m Heero.”


Immediately their postures shifted.  Duo leaned back onto the bed, nervously tugging on his braid, while Heero’s back stiffened.  


“Heero?  What just happened?” Duo asked.


Heero glared at him, What do you think just happened?


Duo started.  He had a feeling he shouldn’t have been able to hear that question, “I mean with the…memories and everything,” even now, memories that weren’t his own were fading from his mind, I meant before we went at it like a couple of bunnies.


What?!


Did you hear that?


…yes…


Duo snorted, You know, we haven’t actually been talking out loud.


No response.  But Duo could feel the worry beginning to seethe inside his lover.  His side began to ache in sympathy and Heero grimaced.  Comprehension was beginning to dawn on Heero’s face and he looked down at his own uninjured rib, “Is that you?”


Duo nodded.


Heero reached out and lightly pressed his fingers against Duo’s bandages.  


Duo grimaced, “Didn’t you believe me?” Heero was staring passively at his fingers, his mind boiling.


Then, with a deep breath, Heero pulled himself back together, drawing on years of training, “I do now,” he stated simply.


The Messenger stood above a small pile of freshly turned dirt.    She sat carefully on the grass and dug up the strange, silver corpse of the Destroyer.  


“Oh, poor dear,” she whispered, laughing a little, “Hmmm…our creator will want to see you…but first, why don’t we find who did this to you?” she asked, dropping the body into her purse.  

END OF PART 6

